INTRODUCTION
============

Bird toxicity tests are required for the registration of plant protection product active substances (substances that provide the pesticidal mode of action) and in some regions also their formulated products (commercial product containing at least 1 active substance and coformulants such as solvents or dispersants designed for use in the field). Data from these tests can be required for classification, labeling, and/or risk assessment. Typically, bird acute oral (gavage) and long-term dietary reproduction studies are required for the active substance. In some regions, active substance short-term dietary studies are also required or may be triggered by acute toxicity values. Importantly, some regions also require avian acute oral studies for every formulated product in addition to the active substance data. Global data requirements for active substances and formulated products from selected regions (Europe, United States, Brazil, India, and China \[[@b1]--[@b6]\]) are summarized in Table [1](#tbl1){ref-type="table"}.

###### 

Comparison of the data requirements across the areas of most common global registration of active substances (a.s.) and formulated plant protection products (PPP)

  Testing                       Country                                                                                                                                             
  ----------------------------- --------- ------------------------------------ --- ---- --- ------------------------------------ ---- ---- ---------------------------------------- ----
  Acute toxicity test           R         NR[a](#tf1-1){ref-type="table-fn"}   R   NR   R   R                                    R    R    R                                        R
  Avian dietary toxicity test   NR        NR                                   R   NR   R   NR[b](#tf1-2){ref-type="table-fn"}   NR   NR   R                                        NR
  Long-term reproduction test   R         NR                                   R   NR   R   NR                                   NR   NR   NR (R[c](#tf1-3){ref-type="table-fn"})   NR

Required when toxicity cannot be reliably predicted from the constituent active substances.

Required if active substance LD50 ≤ 500 mg a.s./kg.

Possibility for requirement in new updates to guidance.

R = required; NR = not required; LD50 = median lethal dose.

In terms of animal numbers, long-term avian studies are the most animal intensive. However, the number of birds used for acute formulated product testing also is a matter of concern for animal welfare if these tests do not provide any routine benefit. Furthermore, active substances can be used in many different products for different uses and are often mixed with different partners. Where acute tests are required for each of these products, the number of studies and number of birds used can be considerable over the life cycle of an active substance \[[@b7]\].

Because bird acute active substance data are always available (Table [1](#tbl1){ref-type="table"}), it has been suggested that simple calculations can be used to predict formulated product toxicity \[[@b8]\] and thus negate the need for formulated product-specific testing. Indeed, in Europe, the requirement to conduct formulated product bird acute oral studies was replaced by an assessment based on active substance data alone \[[@b6]\]. This approach has a strong rationale because, within a formulated product, the active substance is generally the toxicologically active component driving the overall toxicity of the product. Therefore, toxicity can be predicted reliably based on the toxicity of the active substances and their respective content in the formulated product. Conversely, for those active substances that are not toxic to birds (typically defined as those not causing mortality at a limit dose of 2000 mg active substance/kg body wt), dilution in a formulation is even less likely to lead to measurable toxicity (median lethal dose \[LD50\]~ ~\< 2000 mg formulated product/kg body wt). These principles have been previously demonstrated to apply in regard to fish toxicity testing of active substances and their formulated products \[[@b9]--[@b11]\].

The bird acute oral toxicity test design has evolved from the initial methods described in 1982 by the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 71-1 \[[@b12]\] and in 1996 by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) \[[@b13]\]. Currently, the test guidelines typically employed for birds are the USEPA Office of Chemical Safety and Pollution Prevention (OCSPP) 850.2100 \[[@b14]\] issued in 2012, a single-stage, 60-bird design, and OECD test guideline 223 issued in 2010 \[[@b15]\] a multistage sequential testing design. Both guidelines are designed to generate data that can be used to estimate both an LD50 and the slope of the dose--response relationship for acute oral toxicity. However, the 2 designs differ substantially, with the sequential design (OECD test guideline 223) offering considerable benefits in terms of reducing the overall numbers of birds used and increasing the frequency of the generated dose response \[[@b16]\]. The number of birds used for bird acute oral toxicity tests is further explored using the dataset collected in the present study.

The present study aims to provide a quantitative, data-driven analysis to challenge the need for any avian acute oral toxicity tests with formulated plant protection products. We hope that a robust demonstration, based on pre-existing data, will lend support to a nontesting approach to formulated product evaluation in those regions and countries currently requiring these bird tests. This initiative originated from discussions at the United Kingdom\'s National Centre for Replacement, Refinement, and Reduction of Animals in Research ecotoxicology working group.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
=====================

Database construction
---------------------

Data on LD50 were collected from the regulatory avian acute oral toxicity studies of 5 major agrochemical companies (Syngenta, Dow AgroSciences, Bayer CropScience, BASF, and Dupont). Data for formulated plant protection products and relevant active substances were compiled into a database. The data were selected in an unbiased manner (all available data for 2 companies, all products currently in use for 1 company, data from the past 15 yr for 1 company, and all available formulations containing more than 1 active substance for 1 company).

Formulated product toxicity data were restricted to studies conducted with 2 quail species: Japanese quail (*Coturnix japonica*) and northern bobwhite quail (*Colinus virginianus*). These 2 species are typically tested with formulated products. For active substances, the lowest LD50 values were used irrespective of species, because this was considered to be a suitably conservative approach; that is, predictions of formulated product toxicity are made from the most sensitive species tested with the active substance, although the measured formulated product toxicities may be from a less sensitive species.

Active substance LD50 data were used in conjunction with the content of the active substance in the formulation (% w/w) for each formulated plant protection product, to generate a predicted formulated product LD50 value by using a variation of Finney\'s harmonic mean calculation \[[@b8],[@b17]\]where ^*p*^*LD50* is the predicted formulated product LD50, *LD*~*x*~ is the LD50 of active substance *x*, and *%X* is the percent of active substance *x* in the formulated product (w/w). Using the equation in this way takes into account not only the additive toxicity of each active substance but also the dilution of that active substance and therefore its relative toxicity in the formulated product. For those formulations in which only a single active substance was present, the formula described above simply calculates a dilution of the LD50 relative to the content of active substance in the formulated product. In the present study, coformulants (e.g., solvents, dispersants) were assumed to be inert (no measurable toxicity) and were not included in the prediction calculation. When the measured formulated product LD50 was a greater than value (typically limit tests performed at \>2000 mg formulated product/kg), the predicted formulated product LD50 value was also adjusted to this limit value if the prediction exceeded the limit. This was to avoid artifactual sensitivity differences.

Analyses
--------

### Predicted versus measured toxicity

The database was evaluated to determine whether functionally nontoxic active substances (meaning in the present study those active substances with LD50 values greater than the highest tested dose) gave rise to functionally nontoxic formulated products (meaning in the present study those with experimentally derived LD50 values ≥ 2000 mg formulated product/kg). The relationship between predicted and measured toxicity was also evaluated graphically against a 1:1 relationship to determine those instances in which predicted LD50 values were or were not protective of LD50 values obtained experimentally. Predictions that gave a lower LD50 than that measured in a test and fall below the 1:1 line are more conservative than testing and thus were not of concern for this analyses. Predictions that gave a higher LD50 value than that measured in a test fall above the line of equality on the graph and are categorized into those falling between 2-fold, 5-fold, and 10-fold above the line of equality (see 1:2, 1:5, and 1:10 lines superimposed onto Figure [1](#fig01){ref-type="fig"}). This simple measure allows the data to be categorized into those of concern and those that are covered by normal variability.

![All 383 predicted median lethal dose (LD50) values plotted against measured LD50 values. Closed points designate data with only point estimated LD50 values, and open points designate data containing 1 or more LD50 values estimated as greater than the highest tested dose. Solid black line depicts 1:1 reference line (all points below this line demonstrate a prediction that produces a lower LD50 value \[more toxic\] than the measured value), and dotted and dashed lines depict 2-fold, 5-fold and 10-fold above the 1:1 line (demonstrating predictions that produce an LD50 value within 2-fold, 5-fold and 10-fold higher \[less toxic\] than the measured value).](etc0033-1578-f1){#fig01}

### Impact on vertebrate use

The database was also used to calculate how many birds were used in the studies performed (control and treatments). Numbers were taken from the actual study reports but excluded any birds used in range-finding tests. Therefore, these are realistic measures, not assumptions derived from generic guideline requirements. This presented a unique opportunity to assess the true performance of the test guidelines (particularly in respect to OECD test guideline 223); previously, only simulations for the potential reduction in animal use have been possible.

RESULTS
=======

Database description
--------------------

The database contained data for 383 formulated products and their respective active substances. Data from each company were anonymized, and therefore exact numbers of active substances in the database could not be ascertained; however, each company provided data on 7 to 76 active substances. The database was considered representative of typical plant protection product types, covering anticipated uses, formulation types, and number of component active substances. Formulations containing 1 (35%), 2 (53%), 3 (10%), or 4 (2%) active substances were included. Formulation types were dominated by suspension concentrates (23%), emulsifiable concentrates (20%), and water-dispersible granules (17%) but also included flowable concentrates (10%), soluble concentrates (11%), and 20 other minor formulation types, which contributed the remaining 19% of the entries.

Of the formulated product studies collected, approximately two-thirds (67%) were conducted under the USEPA OCSPP 850.2100 guideline (or historic variants thereof; e.g., US Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act \[FIFRA\] subdivision E No. 71-1 or US Office of Prevention, Pesticides, and Toxic Substances 850.2100). Approximately one-fourth (23%) were conducted under the new OECD test guideline 223 guidance (sequential testing procedure), and the remainder (10%) were conducted according to various older, less common, or country-specific guidelines, which were termed "other."

Predicted versus measured toxicity
----------------------------------

Of the 383 formulated products, 166 contained only active substance data with unbounded (\>) LD50 values (termed functionally nontoxic active substances in the present study). Of these 166 formulated products, 93% (154) were also found to give rise to functionally nontoxic formulated products (measured LD50 ≥ 2000 mg formulated product/kg body wt), indicating that functionally nontoxic active substances, when formulated, give rise to functionally nontoxic formulated products. The 12 instances in which this was not the case were investigated further. Seven of the 12 were found to contain an active substance that was tested only up to a maximum dose of 500 mg active substance/kg body weight (not the usual limit dose of 2000 mg active substance/kg body wt). Therefore, it is possible that the toxicity of this active substance was not properly characterized for the purposes of this analysis. In no instances was a formulated product containing this active substance found to have a measured LD50 value \> 2000 mg formulated product/kg body weight. If formulated products containing active substances that showed an LD50 \> 500 mg active substance/kg body weight were removed as possibly containing a toxic active substance, then 97% (154/159) of formulated products containing only functionally nontoxic active substances result in functionally nontoxic formulated products. Only 3% (5/158) of the formulated products were found to have LD50 values below 2000 mg formulated product/kg body weight even though they contained only functionally nontoxic active substances.

Point-estimated LD50 values (measured) and LD50 values greater than the highest tested dose of formulated products plotted against their predicted values (based on active substance content and toxicity) are shown in Figure [1](#fig01){ref-type="fig"} for all data pairs. The 1:1 line represents equality between the predicted and the measured LD50 values. Values on or below this line indicate where the prediction gave lower (more conservative or more acutely toxic) LD50 values than the measured values. To give an indication of how accurate the predicted LD50 values were when giving rise to a higher (less conservative or less acutely toxic) value, 2-fold, 5-fold, and 10-fold factors are also superimposed above the 1:1 line (dotted and dashed lines). Cases in which the prediction was not close to the measured toxicity were investigated further to identify any limitations to the prediction approach.

The complete dataset (including point-estimated and values greater than the highest dose tested) demonstrates that 79% of predicted LD50 values were lower (more conservative) than the corresponding measured value. Furthermore, 90% of predictions were within 2-fold of the measured value. This increased to 98% and 99% of predictions being within 5- and 10-fold of the measured values, respectively. Less than 1% of predictions (3/383) were more than 10-fold higher (less conservative) than the equivalent measured value.

The dataset was then filtered to determine which data represented the highest quality data in the context of this comparative assessment. These data (59 data pairs; see filled symbols in Figure [1](#fig01){ref-type="fig"}) were considered to be those for which all active substance and formulated product LD50 values were point estimates (where toxicity was measured)---that is, for which no LD50 values greater than the highest dose tested were obtained. When these data alone are considered, 81%, 98%, and 100% of predictions were within 2-fold, 5-fold, and 10-fold, respectively, of the measured values, indicating that predictions made using unbounded data are representative of those generated using point estimated data. No predicted LD50 values were greater than a factor of 10 from the measured LD50 values when only point estimated data were considered.

Impact on vertebrate use
------------------------

On average, the numbers of birds used per study for US EPA OCSPP 850.2100 or equivalent and other test guidelines were 43.7 and 38.3, respectively. On average, studies employing OECD test guideline 223 used only 14.3 birds per study, approximately a 65% reduction in bird usage per study. If this reduction is considered across the whole dataset collated in the present study, the significance of this reduction is clear. In total, 13 939 birds were used to generate the formulated product LD50 endpoints. Based on the mean numbers of birds used per study for OECD test guideline 223, if the 77% of studies conducted under US EPA OCSPP 850.2100 or equivalent and the other test guidelines had been conducted according to OECD test guideline 223, the number of birds used to produce the same data would have been only 5480, a reduction of 8459 birds or 61%.

DISCUSSION
==========

Avian acute toxicity tests with active substances are a key component of environmental safety evaluation; in the present study, however, we question the need for additional testing of the formulated product. We believe these tests add no additional information to that which is already available from the active substance data.

The analysis reported in the present study demonstrates that 97% of formulated products containing only functionally nontoxic active substances (those with an LD50 value greater than the highest dose tested) also give rise to functionally nontoxic formulated products. Only 3% of formulated products analyzed were found to result in an LD50 \< 2000 mg formulated product/kg body weight, even though they were formulated with active substances considered to be functionally nontoxic. All these formulated products, despite showing unexpected toxicity, were still found to have relatively low toxicity, with LD50 values ranging from 1139 mg formulated product/kg body weight to 1919 mg formulated product/kg body weight, within 2-fold interlaboratory variability (see below). Formulated product LD50 values are used for either hazard classification or risk assessment. If the hazard classification system in Brazil is considered as an example, formulated products with LD50 values of at least 500 mg/kg body weight but less than 2000 mg/kg body weight are classified as moderately toxic. Therefore, this 3% of compounds that show unexpected LD50 values below 2000 mg formulated product/kg body weight would be classified as moderately toxic, only 1 category above the lowest possible classification (slightly toxic; \>2000 mg/kg body wt). Thus, generating this data would not significantly change the classification assumed from using a predicted toxicity. For the remainder of the formulated products assessed in the present study (97%), there would be no change to the classification. If the use in risk assessment is considered, the most toxic of these formulated products (1139 mg formulated product/kg body wt) would have to be applied at an unusually high rate of approximately 2 kg formulated product/ha \[[@b18]\] to pose an acute risk to birds in a cereal crop in a worst-case first-tier European Union risk assessment scheme \[[@b8]\]. These data clearly demonstrate that functionally nontoxic active substances, when formulated, remain functionally nontoxic; and even the minimal numbers of exceptions identified are highly unlikely to demonstrate a significant increase in toxicity.

When active substances show measurable toxicity to birds (i.e., have point estimated LD50 values), we have demonstrated that formulated product toxicity can be predicted accurately using simple additivity assumptions. Based on the LD50 of active substances, LD50 values for formulated products were predicted accurately such that 100%, 98%, and 81% were within 10-fold, 5-fold, and 2-fold, respectively, of the endpoints derived from actual studies. The adaptation of Finney\'s estimation method used in the present study is sufficiently robust that even when the toxicities of the active substances are not fully characterized (unbounded LD50 values), the prediction for the formulated product is still relatively accurate. In the validation tests for OECD test guideline 223 \[[@b16]\], 2 substances were tested (methyl chlorophenoxyacetic acid and isazofos) among 4 laboratories. The differences between LD50 values generated in each laboratory were between 1.7-fold and 2.0-fold of each other, suggesting that a 2-fold difference represents a reasonable estimate of interlaboratory variability. In addition to this interlaboratory variability, there is likely to be a degree of intralaboratory variability (i.e., variability between repeat experiments in the same laboratory) and interspecies variability (between the species tested with the active substance and that for the formulated product). Therefore, for 90% of all the predictions in the present analyses to be within this range demonstrates remarkable accuracy. Furthermore, the validation tests also reported that the variance of LD50 estimates calculated for repeat study data generated with US EPA FIFRA 71-1 single-stage, 60-bird design was 4.52 times greater than the variance of LD50 estimates calculated for OECD test guideline 223. Because most of the data included in this database (77%) were generated according to a guideline related to US EPA FIFRA 71-1 (or a similar single-stage dose--response study design), were conducted at different laboratories, and contain variability associated with species differences between active substances and formulated products, it could be reasonable to conclude that variation nearer to 5-fold is a normal level of variability for these types of tests. Therefore, the toxicity of 98% of the formulated products included in this analysis was reliably predicted within a factor of 5.

Ten formulated products (out of 383) were found to have predicted toxicities less than 5-fold that of their respective measured values. Less information is available to indicate the toxicity of the coformulants (e.g., solvents, dispersants) to avian species compared with mammals. Therefore, when available, the toxicity of the coformulants was investigated for birds or mammals. There were no clear instances in which the major coformulants appeared to have significant avian or mammalian toxicity.

All but 1 of the formulated products showing greater than 5-fold difference between measured and predicted LD50 values were found to contain at least 1 LD50 value greater than the highest tested dose (measured formulated product or active substance LD50). In addition, the single formulated product that did contain only point estimated data was found to have a formulated product LD50 of 2293 mg formulated product/kg body weight and therefore is above the recognized limit dose for this test type (2000 mg formulated product/kg body wt) and thus is of little concern to avian species.

Three predicted LD50 values were found to be more than10-fold higher than the respective measured values. All 3 of these formulated products contained very low levels (\<10%) of active substance. This means that the prediction is based on a very small amount of possible toxic components within the formulation, and in all cases the formulated products contained at least 1 active substance with an LD50 value greater than the highest dose tested. In 1 instance the formulated product toxicity test was conducted at a single limit test dose of 2000 mg formulated product/kg body weight, and 60% mortality was observed. The toxicity in this case was not investigated further to generate a full dose response or with any replication, and thus the validity of that study and the LD50 value generated (\<2000 mg formulated product/kg body wt) could be questioned. In addition, the same comparison was conducted by using the acute mammalian data (LD50 for the rat), and all 3 formulated products were found to have similar relationships when the prediction was compared with the measured formulated product value. Similar relationships with the same formulated product in both mammal and avian species suggest that there could be an unidentified toxic component within the formulation causing the higher than expected toxicity. However, one must remember this represents only a very small proportion of the large dataset examined in the present study. In regulatory terms, mammalian data would be available to identify the small number of instances in which formulated product toxicity may not be effectively predicted from its constituent active substances. In such cases, an avian toxicity test could be performed to address any uncertainty; as has been shown in the present study, however, this is appropriate in only an extremely limited number of cases.

The dataset used in the present study has presented the unique opportunity to quantify the reduction in animal numbers achievable by using a sequential test design. At the request of the OECD, test guideline 223 was developed to determine whether the number of birds required to establish the acute oral LD50 could be reduced. The sequential test design is statistically designed to estimate the LD50, slope, and confidence limits using the least number of birds. For studies on formulated products in the present dataset, a per-study saving of approximately 65% of birds was estimated. If OECD test guideline 223 had been used to generate all of the formulated product data assessed in the present study, a reduction in the use of nearly 8500 birds would have resulted. Therefore, when avian toxicity information is required for formulated products (e.g., when mammalian data suggests this is appropriate), we would strongly recommend the use of OECD test guideline 223 to generate these data.

CONCLUSIONS
===========

The present data analysis presents a compelling case for a global step change in avian testing for pesticide regulatory purposes. It is possible and necessary to reduce the number of birds used in the testing of formulated products without compromising the integrity of the toxicology database used to make regulatory decisions. Functionally nontoxic active substances generally remain functionally nontoxic when formulated. Therefore, 97% of formulated product testing often fails to produce any adverse findings at limit doses and thus provides no additional data to a registration. In addition, when active substances that show measurable toxicity are formulated, the toxicity of the product can be reliably predicted by using simple calculations. The small numbers of exceptions may be expected to be captured by reference to the mammalian acute toxicity data on the active substance(s) and formulation. Therefore, a nontest strategy, as is used in the European Union and North America, could be employed in other regions with no compromise in environmental safety standards. This would result in a significantly reduced number of avian acute oral toxicity tests being conducted for global formulated products. When bird acute toxicity studies are still mandated, it is recommended that OECD test guideline 223 should be employed to further reduce the number of birds used in testing.
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